Land for $1.25 an 
acre lured Belgians 
here in the 1850s 

While Wisconsin was people generally consid- 
enjoying its first five years ered themselves Luxem- 
of statehood, people in bourgers. 

Europe were struggling for The greatest exodus, 
survival. however, took • place 

In particular were the between 1853 and 1858. 
people of Belgium. A blight Early in 1853, a farmer 
affected the potato crop, named Constant Francois 
similar to that in Ireland, Petiniot from the area of 
and caused widespread Grez-Doiceau in Brabant 
devastation. Province, Belgium, made a 

The potato was the main- trip to Antwerp to conduct 
stay of the Belgians’ diet, some business. While 
This important crop fail- there, he found a pamphlet 
ure made it necessary for describing the land avail- 
men to work long days to able in the United States 
provide sustenance for for $1.25 an acre. Pam- 
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Throughout this year of Wiscon¬ 
sin’s Sesquicentennial celebration, 
the Press-Gazette will publish a 
series of stories on 
local history. 

This feature, 

prepared with [Sr \A 

the assistance [|l /fjl r j )-] 
of the Brown If l jnjtd 

County Histori- 
cal Society, will y 
appear on Mondays. 



Catholic Diocese of Green Bay 

Rev. Edward Daems, A Belgian 
missionary priest stationed at Bay 
Settlement in 1853, was instru¬ 
mental in the settlement of Bel¬ 
gians in the area. 



Marry AnnDefnet 

This monument on County K near Cham¬ 
pion was dedicated in 1985 in memory of 
the area’s pioneer Belgian immigrants. 




their families. Most men phlets of this kind were their belongings to pur- Paque, Willems, Gastuche, ders whose destination families, they found that 

worked as day laborers, distributed by steamship chase steamship tickets Haulotte, Jossart, Neilis, was Sheboygan. The Bel- one of the Hannon children 

owning little if any land, companies who wanted and food for the journey, Petiniot, Vandenbosch, gian group decided to fol- had died, 

and received only one-20th business, but also by rep- and to buy some land in Lambeau and Horkman. low them. Upon their At the time of the funer- 

of the produce for their resentatives of the state of America. After a long ocean journey, arrival they found no one al, the Rev. Edward 

own use. These conditions Wisconsin who promised On May 18, 1853,13 fam- they landed in New York who could speak their lan- Daems, a Belgian mission- 

made it impossible to make unlimited opportunities ilies and 13 single people on July 6. Two families, guage, but were told that a ary priest stationed at Bay 

gains in lifestyle. Time was for all who wanted to work, left the port of Antwerp, those of Martin Paque and large French-speaking set- Settlement, was visiting 

ripe for a change. Petiniot returned to his The total number of Bel- Jean Martin, left the group tlement was located at the pastor of St. John the 

A significant group of village to discuss going to gians aboard was 81, 74 of and went to Philadelphia Green Bay. They headed Evangelist parish in Green 

Belgians had emigrated, America with his friends whom were Walloons to visit friends before join- north, where the men went Bay. He was so happy to 

along with their across- and neighbors. Despite the (French-speaking) and ing their countrymen in in search of good farm hear that some fellow 

the-border neighbors from uncertainty of what would seven Flemish (Ducth- Wisconsin. The others land. It was necessary to countrymen were in the 

the Grand Duchy of Lux- lie ahead, the desire to sup- speaking). boarded canal boats and go to the government Land vicinity that he convinced 

embourg, in 1844 and set- port their families and pro- Their surnames are steamers traveling Office at Menasha to buy them to relinquish their 

tied in the Ozaukee Coun- vide a suitable education familiar in the area today through the waterways to property. They chose land claims at Kaukauna and 

ty communities of Lake for their children pre- — Bodart, Detienne, finally land at Milwaukee, in the vicinity of Kaukau- 

Church, Holy Cross, Bel- vailed. The core group sold Doyen, Hannon, Maricq, Among the ocean-going na, but when they returned Please see Belgians, B-7 

gium and Dacada. These their homes and most of Martin, Massy, Moreau, passengers were Hollan- to Green Bay to get their 
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Potato 
blight drove 
many here 
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return with him to Bay Settle¬ 
ment. 

The idea of having a priest 
close by with whom they could 
easily converse was very good 
news to the travel-weary immi¬ 
grants. They followed Daems, 
who assisted them with food and 
helped the men find land. They 
staked out claims about 10 miles 
northeast of Bay Settlement 
where they would be in Daems’ 
parish. They called their village, 
“Aux Premiers Beiges” — the 
First Belgians, later to be named 
Robinsonville or Champion. 

Despite the many difficulties 
encountered in this wilderness, a 
steady stream of Belgians con¬ 
tinued to arrive in Wisconsin. 
The estimates vary from 7,500 to 
10,000 between 1853 and 1858. 
They settled in the townships of 
Green Bay, Scott, Preble, Eaton 
and Humboldt, as well as in the 
city of Green Bay, western 
Kewaunee County, and southern 
Door County. The area became 
the largest Walloon Belgian set¬ 
tlement in the United States. In 
1986, people from the village of 
Grez-Doiceau and members of the 
Peninsula Belgian-American 
Club erected a monument at 
Champion in memory of their 
ancestors. This was only the sec¬ 
ond known marker dedicated to 
Belgian immigrants in the Unit¬ 
ed States (the other being a mon¬ 
ument erected in 1924 at Battery 
Park, New York, to commemorate 
the 1624 landing of Walloon fam¬ 
ilies in that state.) 

Submitted by Mary Ann Defliet, 
member, Brown County Historical 
Society and Peninsula Belgian- 
American Club. 





